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ABSTRACT

Young voters are essential to democratic renewal, but political awareness does not always become electoral
participation in developing democracies. This systematic literature review synthesized empirical evidence on
how political efficacy shapes young voters' electoral participation from 2016 to 2025. Guided by a
predefined protocol and a PCC framework, the review examined young voters aged 15-35, political efficacy
in internal, external, collective, information, and self-efficacy forms, and developing democratic contexts
with functioning electoral systems. Google Scholar searches and snowballing identified a latest screening
file of 600 records. After screening, 128 records were retained for appraisal, and 50 core studies were
included in final thematic synthesis. Findings show that political efficacy functions as a psychological
bridge between political knowledge, digital exposure, civic education, and participation. Internal confidence,
information efficacy, media literacy, recruitment networks, and institutional responsiveness strengthen the
movement from awareness to voting, registration, turnout, campaign engagement, and online or offline
participation. However, weak civic readiness, misinformation, low external efficacy, distrust, and structural
inequality interrupt this pathway. The review concludes that youth electoral participation is strongest when
young people feel capable of participating and believe that political institutions will respond to their voice.

Keywords: Voter Readiness; Youth Turnout; Civic Education; Media Literacy; Democratic Engagement
INTRODUCTION

Young voters occupy a critical position in democratic politics because they represent both the immediate
electorate and the long-term future of democratic participation. In developing democratic countries,
however, movement from political awareness to electoral action is often uneven. Saidin and Azrun (2025)
show that legal enfranchisement can expand youth interest without automatically producing political
readiness, while Ladia and Panao (2023) demonstrate that efficacy helps explain Filipino youth participation
across online, interpersonal, and offline settings.

Political efficacy is treated in this review as a psychological mechanism connecting political beliefs to
electoral behavior. Internal political efficacy refers to young people's perceived competence to understand
and participate in politics, while external political efficacy refers to their belief that political institutions
respond to citizens. Hassan et al. (2021a) and Kulachai et al. (2024) measured these efficacy pathways
directly, while Arabani et al. (2022) and Myoung and Liou (2022) used related proxies such as voting
confidence, readiness, and citizenship self-efficacy.The issue is important because youth participation
strengthens electoral legitimacy, representation, and democratic renewal. Yet the evidence shows that
exposure to political information is not enough. Hussain et al. (2022) link Facebook use and political self-
efficacy to participation, but Tarig et al. (2022) caution that social media effects may be indirect and
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conditioned by political orientations. This means that digital engagement, civic education, and political
knowledge must be understood through the efficacy mechanisms that make participation psychologically
possible.

Conceptual Definitions

This review adopts established definitions to ensure conceptual clarity across the heterogeneous efficacy
measures used in the included literature. Political efficacy is defined, following Campbell et al. (1954) and
Craig et al. (1990), as an individual's belief in their own capacity to understand and influence the political
process. Internal political efficacy is the perceived personal competence to understand political issues and to
participate effectively, while external political efficacy is the belief that government institutions and officials
are responsive to citizen demands (Craig et al., 1990). These two dimensions are analytically distinct: a
young voter may feel personally capable of participating (high internal efficacy) while doubting that
institutions will listen (low external efficacy), and the review treats the collapsing of these dimensions into a
single general "political confidence™ measure as a source of interpretive imprecision in parts of the literature.
Beyond this core distinction, the review also tracks three related constructs used by included studies:
collective efficacy, the belief that citizens acting together can shape political outcomes; information efficacy,
confidence in one's ability to locate and evaluate credible political information (Muralidharan and Sung,
2016); and citizenship or political self-efficacy, confidence in performing specific civic tasks such as
registering to vote or evaluating candidates (Myoung and Liou, 2022).

Electoral participation is defined as any behavior directly tied to the electoral process, including voter
registration, turnout, voting decisions, and campaign engagement, together with online and offline activities
that are conceptually or empirically linked to these outcomes. This definition deliberately excludes broader
civic or political participation, such as protest or volunteering, that carries no direct electoral link, consistent
with the outcome criteria applied during screening (Table 2). The review also recognizes that "developing
countries” is a broad category; the Conceptual framework subsection below specifies the operational criteria
used to bound this scope, and the Results are organized by contextual characteristics rather than treating the
category as homogeneous.

Conceptual framework: pathways from knowledge, trust,
civic eflucation, and social media to electoral participation via efficacy

Political knowledge

Institutional trust

Political efficacy paﬂ?fi‘:’;;lon

(internal / external /
collective / information / > :(;;g;:f;:t:’""‘_;:;::::t"

self-efficacy) online/offline action)

Civic education

interruptlpathway

Social media
engagement

Structural barriers:
recruitment, access,
misinformation, inequality

Figure 3. Conceptual framework illustrating relationships among political knowledge, institutional trust,
civic education, social media engagement, political efficacy, structural barriers, and electoral participation.

Three gaps guided the review. First, studies on youth participation are scattered across digital media, civic
education, political socialization, electoral reform, and voting behavior. Second, many studies examine
youth engagement without clearly measuring political efficacy. Third, developing-democracy evidence
remains uneven, although studies from the Philippines, Malaysia, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria, Zambia,
Tunisia, and related contexts provide important evidence on how efficacy operates under different
institutional and information conditions.

Page 4079
www.rsisinternational.org


https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijrsi
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijrsi
http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND SCIENTIFIC INNOVATION (1JRSI)
ISSN No. 2321-2705 | DOI: 10.51244/1JRSI [Volume XIII Issue VIII August 2026

This systematic review therefore synthesizes empirical evidence on young voters aged 15-35 in developing
democratic contexts. It asks how political efficacy is conceptualized and operationalized, what determinants
strengthen efficacy and participation, what barriers interrupt the efficacy-participation pathway, and how
digital media, civic education, political socialization, and institutional conditions shape youth electoral
engagement.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design

This study employed a systematic literature review design with narrative thematic synthesis. The review was
systematic because it followed a predefined protocol, applied explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria,
documented the screening process, appraised study quality, and synthesized final studies through transparent
thematic categories. Page et al. (2021) provided the PRISMA 2020 reporting logic used to structure the
study selection process.

The review was narrative rather than meta-analytic because the included studies differed in design,
population, country context, efficacy measurement, and participation outcomes. A thematic synthesis was
appropriate because the review sought to explain how political efficacy operates across digital, educational,
structural, and institutional pathways rather than estimate a single pooled effect.

Conceptual Framework

The review used a PCC framework. The population was young voters aged 15-35, including students,
adolescents, and young adults with legal standing or emerging eligibility to vote. The concept was political
efficacy in internal, external, collective, information, and self-efficacy forms. The context was developing
democratic countries with functioning electoral systems from 2016 to 2025, with carefully retained
comparative mechanism anchors when directly relevant.

Because "developing country” is not a self-defining category, two operational criteria bounded inclusion.
First, economic status followed the World Bank (2024) classification of low-income, lower-middle-income,
and upper-middle-income economies, which covers the Philippines, Malaysia, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria,
Thailand, Zambia, Tunisia, and Kazakhstan among the primary-focus contexts in this review. Second,
electoral functioning followed cross-national democracy assessments such as the V-Dem Institute (2024)

Democracy Report and Freedom House electoral-process indicators, which the review used to confirm that
each primary-focus country held competitive, regularly scheduled elections during the 2016-2025 window,
even where broader democratic quality was contested. Studies from high-income, high-democracy-index
contexts (e.g., the United States, Germany, South Korea, Belgium, Australia, and the Netherlands) were
retained only as comparative mechanism anchors, not as primary evidence for the review's conclusions
about developing democracies, and are flagged as such throughout the Results.

Table 1. PCC framework used in the review.

PCC Operational definition in this review
element

Population | Young voters aged 15-35, students, adolescents, or young adults with legal standing to vote or
directly relevant electoral participation data.

Concept Political efficacy, including internal, external, collective, information, self-efficacy, or a valid
proxy reflecting political agency, influence, readiness, or confidence.

Context Developing democratic countries, including the Philippines, Southeast Asia, Africa, South
Asia, and comparable contexts with functioning electoral systems from 2016 to 2025.
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Literature Search and Study Identification

The search used Google Scholar as the primary source and was supplemented by snowballing through
reference lists. Search strings combined terms for young voters, youth, students, adolescents, political
efficacy, internal efficacy, external efficacy, political self-efficacy, electoral participation, voting, turnout,
registration, voting intention, social media, digital media, and developing democracies. The latest screening
file covered Articles 1-600.

The search period covered studies published from 2016 to 2025. Comparative mechanism anchors outside
the primary developing-democracy focus were retained only when they clarified efficacy-participation
mechanisms, such as information efficacy, voting self-efficacy, or longitudinal youth political development.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria used in screening.

and context

young adults
democratic contexts, or

aged 15-35 in developing
extractable youth

Screening Included Excluded
element
Population Youth, young voters, students, adolescents, or | Studies without youth data, authoritarian

or non-electoral contexts, or cases with
no transferable electoral relevance.

survey, thesis, or case evidence with extractable
findings.

evidence.

Concept Political efficacy or valid agency-related proxies | Studies focused only on awareness,
such as wvoting confidence, civic capacity, | candidate choice, general trust, or civic
readiness, perceived influence, information | activity without efficacy or agency
efficacy, or self-efficacy. linkage.

Outcome Voting, turnout, voting intention, registration, | Studies focused only on non-electoral
voting decision, campaign engagement, or | civic action, activism, or conceptual
electoral participation. participation without electoral relevance.

Study design | Empirical quantitative, qualitative, mixed- | Opinion pieces, conceptual essays,
methods, experimental, quasi-experimental, | narrative reviews, duplicate records,

inaccessible full texts, or records with
incomplete metadata.

PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram - Young Voters, Political Efficacy, and Electoral Participation (2016-2025)

Identification of new studies via databases and registers

Identification of new studies via other methods

Identification

search (Articles 1-600; n = 600)

Records removed before
| screening: duplicates or unusable
records (n = 0)

Records identified from other methods
snowballing and reference-list
checking (n = 0 additional records)

}

Records screened (n = 600) —>

Records excluded after screening
(n=472)

Screening

1

Included

Records retained for appraisal (n

= 128)

Reports not retrieved (n = 0)

}

Reports assessed for eligibility
and quality refinement (n = 128)

l

Studies included in final

Reports assessed for eligibility (n = 0)

l

thematic synthesis (n = 50)

Studies included from of
(n=0)

ther methods

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the literature search using PRISMA 2020 protocol.
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Table 3. Search and screening results for the systematic literature review.

PRISMA/refinement stage Number / description
Records/articles identified from latest screening file | 600

Records/articles screened 600

Records excluded after screening 472

Records retained for quality appraisal 128

Strong/Core records identified by appraisal 50

Moderate records 45
Limited/Contextual records 33

Studies included in final thematic synthesis 50
Supplementary/contextual retained records 78

Data Extraction and Quality Appraisal

Data were extracted using a standardized framework that recorded article number, full citation, title, author
and year, country or context, population, conceptual focus, study design, data source, methods, theme,
objective addressed, main findings, political efficacy role, determinants or barriers, electoral implications,
relevance to the review variables, quality notes, inclusion status, and notes.

This structure allowed studies to be compared across methodological, conceptual, and substantive
dimensions.Quality appraisal classified the 128 retained records as Strong/Core, Moderate, or
Limited/Contextual. Strong/Core studies provided the primary evidence for final synthesis. Moderate studies
were used cautiously, while Limited/Contextual studies were retained for background, conceptual,
measurement, or contextual support. The final thematic synthesis prioritized the 50 Strong/Core records.

Table 4. Quality appraisal summary of retained records.

Appraisal category n Recommended use

Strong/Core 50 | Primary evidence for the final thematic synthesis.

Moderate 45 | Supporting evidence used cautiously or only when needed for
coverage.

Limited/Contextual 33 | Background, conceptual, measurement, or contextual support only.

Total_ | retained for | 128 | Records assessed after initial screening and before final refinement.

appraisa

Narrative Synthesis Procedure

The synthesis followed four steps. First, included studies were grouped by country or context, design,
efficacy construct, participation outcome, and evidence direction. Second, studies were coded into thematic
categories.

Third, the strength of each category was interpreted according to directness of evidence, quality rating, and
outcome relevance. Fourth, conclusions were developed by distinguishing direct electoral outcomes from
related outcomes such as political interest, online participation, civic readiness, and participation intention.
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RESULTS

Characteristics of Included Studies

The final synthesis included 50 core studies. The evidence base covered developing democratic and
comparable contexts, including the Philippines, Malaysia, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria, Thailand,
Kazakhstan, Zambia, Tunisia, Turkey, Central Asia, and selected mechanism-anchor contexts such as the
United States, Germany, South Korea, Belgium, Australia, and the Netherlands. The dominant populations
were young voters, university students, adolescents, newly enfranchised voters, and youth social media
users.

Political efficacy was operationalized in diverse ways. Ladia and Panao (2023) used internal and external
efficacy to explain Filipino youth participation, while Hassan et al. (2021b) connected internal and external
efficacy to new-voter decisions. Muralidharan and Sung (2016) emphasized political information efficacy,
and Myoung and Liou (2022) used citizenship self-efficacy as a predictor of expected electoral participation.
Other studies used voting confidence, readiness, perceived influence, or political agency as valid proxies.

Table 5. Distributional profile of retained and final studies.

Dimension Category n Interpretation

Quality Strong/Core 50 39.1

appraisal

Quality Moderate 45 35.2

appraisal

Quality Limited/Contextual 33 25.8

appraisal

Final synthesis | Core thematic studies 50 100.0

Outcome \oting, turnout, registration, or voting decision | Several Direct electoral

evidence studies evidence

Outcome Online/offline participation, intention, political | Multiple Participation-related

evidence discussion, or readiness studies evidence

Major Digital media and social media Prominent Conditional effect

pathway

Major Civic education and political knowledge Prominent Efficacy-building

pathway effect

Major barrier | Institutional distrust, misinformation, weak | Prominent Translation gap
readiness, and limited recruitment

Table 6. Main evidence clusters in the final included studies.

Cluster Evidence focus Direction of evidence

Political efficacy as a | Internal, external, self-, information-, and | Strongest explanatory category; efficacy
psychological collective efficacy; agency, confidence, | links political knowledge and exposure to
mechanism and readiness. participation.

Digital media, social | Facebook, social media political | Generally supportive but conditional; digital
media, and  online | information, online discussion, political | exposure matters most when it strengthens
participation expression, and digital mobilization. efficacy and information confidence.

Civic education, | Civic education, school socialization, | Positive when programs build confidence,
political knowledge, and | classroom discussion, voter education, | competence, media literacy, and practical
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readiness and applied learning. electoral readiness.
Structural, institutional, | Resources, recruitment, institutional | Barriers interrupt the translation of efficacy
and contextual barriers | responsiveness,  distrust,  inequality, | into voting or sustained participation.

misinformation, and access.

Electoral
outcomes
translation gaps

participation

and
participation.

Voting, turnout, intention, registration,
campaign engagement, and online/offline

Efficacy is necessary but not sufficient;
participation ~ depends on  credible
information, trust, and opportunity.

Table 7. Findings organized by contextual characteristics of developing-democracy studies.

Malaysia's Undil8); post-transition or
hybrid electoral systems

Contextual Categories represented in the review | Efficacy-participation pattern observed

dimension

Region Southeast Asia (Philippines, Malaysia, | Internal-external efficacy distinction most clearly
Indonesia, Thailand); South  Asia | evidenced in Southeast Asian studies; recruitment
(Pakistan); Sub-Saharan Africa | and institutional-trust barriers most prominent in
(Nigeria, Zambia); North  Africa | African studies; civic-education efficacy effects
(Tunisia); Central Asia (Kazakhstan) evidenced experimentally in Tunisia and Zambia.

Political system / | Established multiparty electoral | Newly enfranchised contexts show  weaker

electoral context democracies with periodic national | translation of legal inclusion into readiness (Saidin
elections; newly enfranchised or | and Azrun, 2025); temporary disenfranchisement
lowered-voting-age  contexts  (e.g., | measurably reduces external efficacy (Leininger et

al., 2023).

Socioeconomic
condition

University and urban-student samples
(majority of studies); rural and lower-
resource samples (e.g., rural Pakistan);
mixed-resource local-government
samples (e.g., Katsina, Nigeria)

Resource and recruitment constraints predict
participation  independently of  psychological
efficacy in lower-resource settings (Yusuf and
Aliyu, 2025); urban student samples show stronger
digital-to-efficacy pathways.

Comparative
mechanism anchors
(non-primary)

High-income,  high-democracy-index
contexts (United States, Germany,
South Korea, Belgium, Australia,
Netherlands)

Retained only to clarify general efficacy
mechanisms (e.g., information efficacy, longitudinal

efficacy development); not used to support
conclusions  about  developing  democracies
specifically.

Thematic Synthesis of Findings

First, political efficacy emerged as the central psychological mechanism. Kulachai et al. (2024) found that
political knowledge increased political efficacy and that efficacy enhanced participation among university
students in Bangkok. Similarly, Ladia and Panao (2023) showed that internal efficacy was associated with
offline, interpersonal, and online participation among Filipino youth, while external efficacy stimulated

online participation.

Second, digital media served as both an information channel and a participation arena. Hussain et al. (2022)
found that Facebook use and political self-efficacy predicted online political participation, and Diou et al.
(2025) reported strong associations among social media use, political participation, political efficacy, and
voting behavior in Pakistan. However, Tariq et al. (2022) showed that social media effects can be mediated
or moderated by political orientations, indicating that digital exposure alone is not enough.

Third, civic education and political knowledge shaped participation readiness. Akinlabi (2022) found that
civic education promoted political knowledge and internal efficacy among Nigerian students, while Myoung
and Liou (2022) identified citizenship self-efficacy as an important predictor of expected electoral
participation. Finkel et al. (2024) further showed that online civic education can affect efficacy and
registration-related outcomes in Tunisia.
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Fourth, structural and institutional barriers weakened the efficacy-participation link. Yusuf and Aliyu (2025)
found that resources and recruitment significantly predicted youth participation in Katsina Local
Government Area, with recruitment emerging as the strongest predictor. Leininger et al. (2023) showed that
temporary disenfranchisement reduced external efficacy, demonstrating that institutional experiences can
shape young people's belief that participation matters.

Fifth, the evidence revealed an online-to-offline and awareness-to-action gap. Obenza and Rabaca (2024)
found that political efficacy mediated the relationship between political awareness and social media political
participation among youth in Region XI, Philippines. Tan (2024) similarly found that political efficacy
mediated the link between social media political information use and offline, online, and cyber participation.
These studies indicate that awareness becomes meaningful only when it develops into efficacy and is
connected to concrete electoral opportunities.

Mechanisms Linking Political Efficacy to Youth Electoral Participation

Civic education and political knowledge

Classroom, online, and applied leamin:
Internal efficacy Confidence, PP v External efficacy Institutional

competence, readiness responsiveness, trust

Youth electoral participation (voting, turnout,
registration, campaign engagement, online
and offline action)

Information efficacy Reliable Structural access Resources,

information, media literacy - : ) recruitment, voting opportunity
Digital and social media exposure Discussion,

campaign information, peer networks

Participation is strongest when internal confidence and external responsiveness are supported by credible information and practical access.

Figure 2. Mechanisms linking political efficacy to youth electoral participation.

DISCUSSION
Political Efficacy is A Bridge Between Awareness and Participation

The central interpretation of this review is that political efficacy explains why political exposure sometimes
becomes participation and sometimes does not. Young people may encounter political information through
social media, school, family, peers, campaigns, and news, but this information becomes electorally
meaningful only when it produces confidence, competence, and perceived influence. In this sense, efficacy
is not a background attitude; it is the bridge between awareness and action.

This finding helps clarify why youth participation programs often produce uneven results. Awareness
campaigns may increase exposure, but young voters may still hesitate to register, vote, or participate if they
do not understand procedures, distrust institutions, or lack confidence in their own political judgment.
Effective programs should therefore measure whether youth become more capable and more prepared, not
merely whether they have received information.

Internal and External Efficacy Must be Distinguished

The review shows that internal and external efficacy do not perform the same function. Internal efficacy
concerns young people's belief that they can understand and participate in politics, while external efficacy
concerns whether they believe institutions will respond. Ladia and Panao (2023) and Hassan et al. (2021a,
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2021b) are important because they treat these dimensions separately rather than collapsing them into general
political confidence.

This distinction is especially important in developing democracies. Young people may feel personally
capable but still believe that institutions are unresponsive, corrupt, or distant. Conversely, a responsive
institutional environment may not produce participation if young voters lack knowledge or confidence.
Youth participation strategies must therefore build both internal competence and external trust.

Digital Media is Conditional Rather Than Automatically Mobilizing

Digital media is central to youth political life, but the evidence does not support a simple claim that social
media automatically increases voting. Social media can provide information, discussion, and mobilization
opportunities. Yet the online-to-offline gap remains important because online expression is less costly than
registration, voting, or campaign work. The strongest digital pathway appears when social media strengthens
information efficacy, political discussion, and confidence.

For this reason, digital voter education should not stop at slogans or awareness posts. It should provide
reliable information, explain voting procedures, support candidate evaluation, address misinformation, and
connect online engagement to offline electoral action. Media literacy becomes part of efficacy-building
because young voters must be able to judge whether the information they use is credible enough for
participation.

Civic Education Should Build Readiness, Not Only Knowledge

Civic education is most effective when it builds readiness and confidence. The evidence suggests that young
people need more than factual knowledge about institutions. They need opportunities to practice democratic
discussion, evaluate issues, understand registration and voting procedures, and connect political knowledge
to real choices. Applied civic learning, mock elections, voter education, and structured political discussion
can make participation more actionable.

This has direct implications for schools, universities, election management bodies, and youth organizations.
Civic education should include media verification, issue analysis, candidate comparison, registration
assistance, and post-election reflection. The goal is to produce young citizens who are not only aware of
democracy but also confident in their ability to participate meaningfully.

Structural Barriers Create Translation Gaps

The review cautions against explaining non-participation as simple apathy. Some young people are informed
and interested but still fail to participate because of weak recruitment, limited resources, misinformation,
low trust, unclear procedures, or institutional exclusion. Yusuf and Aliyu (2025) show that recruitment can
matter more than psychological engagement in some contexts, while Leininger et al. (2023) demonstrate that
disenfranchisement can weaken external efficacy.

The implication is that youth participation must be treated as a chain: information builds awareness,
awareness builds efficacy, efficacy motivates action, and institutions must provide opportunities for action.
When one link is weak, participation becomes fragmented. Strong youth participation strategies must
therefore combine education, digital literacy, recruitment, institutional responsiveness, and accessible voting
systems.

Factors That Enhance or Constrain Efficacy and Participation

Sections 1-5 identify enhancing and constraining factors throughout the discussion; Table 8 consolidates
them explicitly across four domains to make the enhance/constrain distinction easier to apply in program
design. Enhancing factors tend to build confidence and connect it to a concrete opportunity to act, while
constraining factors either undermine confidence directly or block an otherwise confident young voter from
converting intention into action. The clearest policy implication is that removing a single constraint (e.g.,
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adding a voter education poster) rarely offsets a missing enhancing factor (e.g., no accessible registration
process) in the same domain.

Table 8. Factors that enhance or constrain young voters’ political efficacy and electoral participation.

external efficacy (trust that institutions
respond); collective and information
efficacy (Craig et al., 1990; Hassan et al.,
2021a; Kulachai et al., 2024)

Domain Factors that enhance | Factors that constrain
efficacy/participation efficacy/participation
Psychological | Internal efficacy (perceived competence); | Low internal confidence; belief that

institutions are unresponsive or corrupt;
collapsing internal/external efficacy into
vague "political confidence” that masks
which dimension is failing

Educational /| Applied civic education, mock elections, | Civic education limited to factual

civic learning | classroom discussion, and voter education | knowledge without applied practice;
that build practical readiness (Akinlabi, | absence of registration or procedural
2022; Myoung and Liou, 2022) guidance

Digital / media | Social media and Facebook use when it | Misinformation; social media effects that
strengthens information efficacy, political | are indirect or conditioned by prior political
discussion, and media literacy (Hussain et | orientation, producing online expression
al., 2022; Moeller et al., 2018) without offline action (Tariq et al., 2022)

Institutional /| Institutional  responsiveness;  accessible | Weak recruitment, limited resources,

structural registration and voting procedures; active | unclear procedures, and institutional
recruitment networks exclusion (Yusuf and Aliyu, 2025);

temporary disenfranchisement (Leininger et

al., 2023)

Research Gaps and Evidence-Based Recommendations

Four gaps stand out across the included literature. First, few studies measure internal and external efficacy
simultaneously alongside a direct electoral outcome; most rely on one dimension or on proxies such as
voting confidence or readiness, which limits precise comparison across contexts. Second, longitudinal
designs are rare; the large majority of included studies are cross-sectional, so causal claims about efficacy
building over time (e.g., through repeated civic education exposure) remain tentative. Third, evidence from
Sub-Saharan Africa and fragile or hybrid electoral systems is thinner than evidence from Southeast and
South Asia, leaving open how efficacy operates where institutional responsiveness is weaker or contested.
Fourth, few studies test structural barriers (recruitment, cost, access) and psychological efficacy within the
same model, which makes it difficult to weigh their relative contribution to non-participation.

Based on the synthesized evidence, four recommendations follow. First, researchers should adopt validated
internal/external efficacy scales (e.g., Craig et al., 1990) alongside a directly measured electoral outcome,
rather than single-item proxies, to improve cross-study comparability. Second, funders and research
institutions should support longitudinal or panel designs that track efficacy and participation across at least
one electoral cycle. Third, civic education and election-management bodies should design programs that
explicitly target both internal competence (practical registration and voting skills, media literacy) and
external trust (transparency, responsiveness, feedback channels), since the review shows that strengthening
only one dimension leaves the efficacy-participation pathway incomplete. Fourth, future systematic reviews
should prioritize expanding coverage of Sub-Saharan African and hybrid-regime contexts and should model
structural barriers and psychological efficacy jointly to clarify their relative weight.

LIMITATIONS

Three limitations qualify these conclusions. First, the included studies used different definitions,
measurement instruments, and research designs for both efficacy and participation; even after applying the
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operational definitions in the Conceptual definitions subsection, this heterogeneity limits direct numerical
comparison across studies and means the synthesis is necessarily narrative rather than pooled. Second, the
search relied primarily on Google Scholar supplemented by snowballing rather than multiple indexed
databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science, ProQuest); while Google Scholar offers broad coverage of the
regional and grey literature relevant to developing democracies, this single-source strategy may have missed
studies indexed only in other databases and constrains the reproducibility of the search. Third, the broad
"developing countries" scope, even after applying the World Bank and V-Dem/Freedom House criteria
described in the Conceptual framework subsection, still spans considerable variation in political systems,
electoral institutions, and socioeconomic conditions; the contextual breakdown in Table 7 mitigates but does
not eliminate this variation, and findings from any single country or region should not be generalized to the
full set of developing democracies without checking that table.

CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review examined young voters' political efficacy and electoral participation in
developing democratic contexts. The review screened a latest dataset of 600 records, retained 128 records
for appraisal, and included 50 core studies in final thematic synthesis. The evidence shows that political
efficacy is a central mechanism explaining whether young people translate political awareness, civic
education, digital exposure, and political discussion into electoral participation.

The strongest conclusion is that youth electoral participation depends on both internal confidence and
external responsiveness. Internal efficacy helps young voters believe that they can understand politics and
act competently. External efficacy helps them believe that institutions will listen and that participation
matters. Information efficacy, media literacy, civic education, recruitment networks, and accessible electoral
procedures further determine whether efficacy becomes voting, turnout, registration, campaign engagement,
or other participation outcomes.

The review also shows that digital media and civic education are not automatic solutions. They strengthen
participation only when they build confidence, reliable information, readiness, and concrete pathways to
action. Structural barriers such as misinformation, low trust, weak recruitment, and limited access can
interrupt the movement from awareness to participation. For developing democracies, youth participation
programs should therefore strengthen the full pathway from information to efficacy to electoral action.
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